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Landslide Response and Recovery in Allegheny County   

 

Shortly after ringing in the New Year,                  

Allegheny County and much of the                      

surrounding region began seeing extreme 

levels of precipitation and temperature 

shifts and repeated cycles of heavy              

precipitation.  Much of the precipitation 

(snow and rain)  remains just below the 

ground surface even today, nearly eight 

months into the year. 

 

The continuous impacts of the flooding and 

overall precipitation continue to plague                  

Allegheny County and probably will for quite 

some time.  Allegheny County Emergency    

Services (ACES) has been assisting with    

preparing for, responding to and recovering 

from flooding, river ice jams, flash flooding, 

landslides and embankment failures since February.  However, the normal 

emergency management posture can be challenging when the event or    

incident seems to never end and continues to progressively worsen. 

 

The Impact Communication 

 

The following executive summary was drafted and released for the            

purposes of elevating the attention of what we were seeing play out in front 

of us on a weekly basis.  My previous career was also in public safety/

emergency response, but in the private sector.  We would use these               

summaries to draw attention to matters or incidents at the executive level. 

This executive summary became the basis for our Impact Statement. 
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Allegheny County has been and continues to be  

adversely impacted by extreme amounts of                 

precipitation since February 15, 2018 to the current 

date.  The impacts to the communities and the    

businesses within Allegheny County have been       

severe in many cases and include flood damages, 

river ice jams, continuous large-scale landslides, 

utility damages including exposed piping, wires and 

downed poles, major and frequent interruptions to 

transportation systems and routes and in the most 

severe cases, complete destruction of individual 

homes and properties. Lastly has been the extreme 

impact to Allegheny County public safety agencies, 

many of which are volunteer and have had their 

own memberôs homes and properties impacted 

from the constant string of severe weather.            

Several municipalities have current disaster               

declarations enacted.  The National Weather             

Service (NWS) Pittsburgh has confirmed that          

February 2018 is recorded as receiving the highest 

level of precipitation on record for Allegheny County 

in the month of February.  NWS Pittsburgh official 

records show from February 15th to April 4th, a total 

of 9.68ò of precipitation was recorded at Pittsburgh 

International Airport and 8.68ò of precipitation was 

recorded at Allegheny County Airport. 

 

ACES has communicated, and continues to                

communicate, the watches and warnings to all 130 

municipal emergency management coordinators 

and first responders.  ACES prepared for and                

organized a formal damage assessment process 

with the assistance of the PEMA Western Area           

Office beginning after the first back to back weeks 

of severe rainfall in late February.  All known                 

damages related to public assistance (PA) and           

individual assistance (IA) have been documented 

and the list continues to grow daily.  Currently the 

PA number just for Allegheny County exceeds $12.2 

million.  The IA number includes over 55 residences 

impacted and dozens of structures in danger of               

being impacted. 

 

Many municipalities within Allegheny County are 

extremely stretched financially or have completely  

 

 

 

exhausted their available budgets related to storm, 

rain and flooding damages, as well as landslide            

response ï and we are only into early April with 

many spring weather events predicted.  The                  

continuous nature of these weather cycles has           

severely impacted every person and element of        

Allegheny County and continues to threaten the  

area with additional flooding and landslides as we 

speak.  Resiliency is a cornerstone of Allegheny 

County in all aspects of government and with our 

residents; however, our combined capacity to     

recover from these extreme conditions continues to 

be in jeopardy and impactful to the residents of  

Allegheny County.  

 

The Geologist Perspective 

 

The following excerpt is reprinted with permission 

by Ben Schmitt: Historic Precipitation Drowns   

Western Pennsylvania in Landslides.  Pittsburgh 

Tribune-Review, May 4, 2018, http://triblive.com.  

 

Bruce Roth can't remember a more active landslide 

season in Western Pennsylvania during his 30 years 

as a geotechnical engineer.  

 

Blame the record-breaking wet weather.  

 

"When you have more rain and the water table    

rises, that's a big factor in whether or not some of 

these slide-prone areas become unstable," said 

Roth, director of engineering for GAI Consultants in 

Homestead.  Record-setting precipitation has given 

way to hundreds of landslides across Southwestern 

Pennsylvania, according to a PennDOT count.  

 

Some 70 slides have been reported in PennDOT's 

District 11, which includes Pittsburgh and Allegheny 

County. More than 200 have been reported in both 

District 10 (including Armstrong, Butler and Indiana 

counties) and District 12 (made up of Greene, 

Fayette, Washington and Westmoreland counties.)  

 

From Jan. 1 through this week, the region broke a 

more than century-old record with 18.71 inches of 

precipitation.  The normal is 11.25 inches.  
(Continued on page 3) 
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The previous wettest start to a year occurred in 

1890, with 18.43 inches of precipitation, according 

to Chris Leonardi, a meteorologist for the National 

Weather Service in Moon.  The region's hilly areas, 

steep grades and geology are a perfect formula for 

landslides, Roth said.  

 

Southwestern Pennsylvania is home to a type of 

rock called redbed ð claystone that weakens and 

crumbles when it becomes wet.  Redbed layers are 

particularly common in the region's hillsides.  

 

"When redbed weathers to soil, that soil is very 

weak," Roth said.  "Add water to that, and you 

have a landslide."  

 

The Continued Tasks and Impacts 

 

Fast forward to today, Allegheny County has issued 

three disaster declarations thus far in 2018. The 

first related to landslides and embankment failures 

that resulted from record setting amounts of            

precipitation.  Two additional declarations were 

made for flooding on June 20th and July 2nd through 

July 5th.  ACES continues to tally damage                      

assessments related to all three disasters and, yes, 

the ground is still saturated and moving all over the 

county.  Our Swiftwater/Flood Response Teams 

have completed hundreds of physical rescues since 

the start of the new year.  We have completed    

assessment reviews for two of the disasters 

through the local, county, PEMA and FEMA.  We 

have assisted in organizing multiple MARCôs               

(multi-agency  resource center) and now an SBA 

declaration.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Most recently, County Executive Rich Fitzgerald  

created a Landslide Task Force which I am           

co-chairing along with Public Works Director              

Stephen G. Shanley, PE.  The group is comprised of 

county emergency management, utility                    

representatives, the National Weather Service, the 

US Army Corp of Engineers, PEMA, and regional   

geologist experts from the private sector and area 

universities.  This task force is in the early stages, 

but plans to organize a shared mission related to 

regional flooding and landslides for the purposes of 

determining recommendations for improvement in 

preparedness and response of additional flooding 

and landslides.  These are long-term issues that 

have the potential to continue to impact our county 

for many years to come 

 

We continue to see large amounts of rain, often in 

short periods of time and in isolated areas  

throughout our county and region. The statements 

we made in early April continue to unfold almost 

every time it rains or storms ï more flooding, more 

landslides, more embankment failures, more             

damage assessments and no quick solution.  With 

effective communication and a resilient frame of 

operations, we will continue to improve and                 

recover. 

For more information, contact : 
 

Matt Brown, CEM, CFPS 
Chief 
Allegheny County Department of  
Emergency Services 
Phone: (412) 473-2303  
Email:  Matthew.Brown@AlleghenyCounty.us  
www.alleghenycounty.us/emergency-services 
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